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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Starting points and aims of the study 

Adult second language (L2) learners who are learning a language in the target-

language-speaking community need to express relatively complex meanings from 
the very beginning of their language learning process. Adult learners’ 
communicative needs are therefore often not in balance with their limited proficiency 
in the second language. This may result in imprecise or unconventional ways of 
expressing meanings, as shown by the two examples below - produced by two 
participants in this study.  
 

(1) Hän voi puhua bangla hyvä ja suomea ei hyvä mutta, mm, hyvä. 

 She can speak Bangla good and Finnish no good, but, mm, good.  
 
(2) *Talvella se ei ole aurinko Suomessa.  

       *In the winter, it is not the sun in Finland. 
 
In Example 1, the participant, Khadiza, is evaluating the language proficiency of a 
relative of hers. The message gets through. We understand that the relative’s 
proficiency in Bangla is good but that her proficiency in Finnish is average: it is 
neither high nor very low. Khadiza seems to feel a need to describe her relative’s 
proficiency in Finnish in greater detail, but her limited resources in Finnish prevent 
her from expressing the targeted meaning precisely. In Example 2, another 
participant, Lena, aims to convey the meaning that is conventionally expressed with 
an existential construction, Suomessa ei ole aurinkoa talvella ‘There is no sun in Finland 
in the winter’. Lena manages to express her idea, even though the linguistic means 
that she uses are unconventional.  
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This study focuses on these kinds of expressions - learner language 1 
constructions. The aim of the study is to investigate how four adult, highly educated, 
beginner learners of Finnish manage to express certain meanings with their limited 
L2 resources and how their constructions develop over time. A key aspect of learning 
a new language is learning to make associations between meanings and forms 
(phonetic or orthographic), and learning to use these form-meaning mappings, i.e., 
constructions (see e.g. Langacker 1999; Tomasello 2000; Goldberg 2006;), in a more 
target-like way. One example of a form-meaning mapping and its use is illustrated in 
Figure 1.  
 

       
               

 
                
  
 
 

                                       
 
 
 
 
 
                                    

           
             
                          
 

 

Figure 1 An example of a form-meaning mapping – a construction – and its use in both 
production and reception 

When expressing a certain idea with a language, i.e., in production (vs. 
understanding language, which is reception), a speaker starts from the meaning pole 
of the form-meaning mapping unit. In other words, the speaker needs to think what 
kind of forms could be used to express the targeted meaning. For example, they 
might want to know what word can be used to refer to the star at the center of the 
Solar System. This is the association between meaning and form. In this study, the 
investigation of L2 development also starts from the meaning pole. The aim is to 

                                                
1 In this study, the term learner language is used to refer to the developing language that is used by 

L2 learners. Language development may include phases of progress and regress (Larsen-
Freeman 2013). It is a process without an actual endpoint (Hopper 1998) and therefore, 
broadly speaking, every speaker’s language is developing. However, in this study, the term 
learner language is used to refer to beginner L2 learners’ language, in which more changes 
are assumed to take place than in the language of highly proficient speakers. 

 aurinko 
’the sun’ 

form meaning 

use 

production reception 
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investigate what kind of linguistic forms L2 Finnish learners use to express two 
meanings, 1) evaluation and 2) existentiality, and how these constructions develop 
over time. When expressing evaluation, the speaker expresses his or her opinion on 
something: whether the thing is good or bad, or whether he or she likes it, for 
example (see Example 1). When expressing existentiality, the speaker expresses the 
idea that there is or is not something somewhere (see Example 2).  

In this study, the development of the learners’ use of constructions to express 
these quite central meanings is investigated longitudinally, and three particular 
aspects of their language development are studied: the interaction of subsystems, 
variability, and abstractness. The key areas of interests are shown in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2 Key areas of interest in this study 

In Figure 2, the thought bubbles stand for the two meanings from which the 
investigation begins. The L2 constructions are visualized with speech bubbles with a 
question mark because the aim is to investigate what constructions are used to 
express evaluation and existentiality. The three aspects of the development of these 
constructions are shown in three overlapping circles.  
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This study is situated in the field of applied linguistics, more specifically in the 
field of (Finnish as a) second language research. The theoretical framework used in 
this study – the dynamic usage-based approach (DUB) – is a combination of two 
approaches that have been applied in a number of studies on L2 development. These 
two approaches, Complex Dynamic Systems Theory and Usage-Based Linguistics, 
are compatible because they both see L2 development as a dynamic process. In this 
process, changes emerge non-linearly from the interaction of different parts of 
learner language and from its interaction with its environment. These two theoretical 
perspectives have been brought together in a number of earlier studies: for example 
Langacker (2009) describes usage-based L2 learning as a dynamic process and Roehr-
Brackin (2015) combines usage-based and complexity theory perspectives in her case 
study of an L2 German learner. The DUB approach has been explicitly used by e.g. 
Verspoor, Schmid and Xu (2012), Koster (2015), and Rousse-Malpat (2019). The 
dynamic usage-based approach (see Langacker 2009; Verspoor & Behrens 2011; 
Verspoor, Schmid & Xu 2012; Roehr-Brackin 2015) views the three areas of interest of 
this study (see Figure 2) as crucial in language development.  

The first aspect, the interaction of subsystems, is important because the changes 
taking place in the learner language are seen to emerge from the interaction of 
different parts of the learner’s linguistic system. For example, when the learner 
expresses an evaluation of something using a certain expression (e.g. Hän voi puhua 
bangla hyvä ‘She can speak Bangla good’), their whole network of evaluative 
expressions changes: the network expands and becomes reorganized, and the 
strength of the connections between the expressions changes. The learner language is 
hence a dynamic system in which changes emerge over time from the interaction of 

different expressions or types of expression, i.e., subsystems. (e.g. van Geert 2007; 
Caspi 2010; Spoelman & Verspoor 2010; van Dijk, Verspoor & Lowie 2011; Verspoor 
& van Dijk 2011; Tilma 2014; Chan, Verspoor & Vahtrick 2015; Lowie & Verspoor 
2018.) 

The second aspect of interest, variability, refers to the uneven and varied use of 
constructions over time. When the learner expresses meanings in social interaction, 
some expressions might be overused at certain points of development, and others 
might disappear temporarily from the learner’s production. These two aspects - 
interaction and variability - have been studied before in CDST-oriented studies. (e.g.  
van Geert 2007; Caspi 2010; Spoelman & Verspoor 2010; van Dijk, Verspoor & Lowie 
2011; Verspoor & van Dijk 2011; Tilma 2014; Chan, Verspoor & Vahtrick 2015; Lowie 
& Verspoor 2018.)  

The third aspect of interest in the present study is abstractness. As learner 
language develops, constructions at different levels of abstractness emerge in the L2. 
For example, initially the learner might express evaluation almost exclusively with a 
lexically specific expression, Se on hyvä ‘It is good’. Later on, other, similar kinds of 
expressions such as Se on kiva ‘It is nice’ or Se on mielenkiintoinen ‘It is interesting’, are 

also used. Based on the formal and functional similarities of these constructions, the 
learner may form an abstract category of words evaluating things. In other words, 
the learner develops an abstract category of evaluative words. This aspect has been 
studied in usage-based oriented studies. (e.g. Tomasello 2000, 2003; Dąbrowska 2001; 
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Dąbrowska & Lieven 2005; Eskildsen 2009, 2012, 2015; Eskildsen & Cadierno 2007; 
Lieven, Salomo & Tomasello 2009.) 

To summarize the aims of the current study, the general aim is to trace the 
development of the constructions that four L2 Finnish learners use to express 
meanings of evaluation and existentiality. These two concepts can be seen as fruitful 
material for comparison for two reasons. First, they were expressed frequently by the 
participants in this study, probably because they are very basic and fundamental 
aspects of cognition and of how we see the world. We tend to evaluate things around 
us and we tend to want to express the fact that someone or something exists. Second, 
these concepts are different in terms of how they are expressed in Finnish: evaluation 
can be expressed with several different constructions (e.g. with a verb such as tykätä 
‘like’, with an adjective such as kiva ‘nice’, or with a noun such as tuska ‘agony’), but 
existentiality can only be expressed with one construction (e.g. Suomessa on paljon 
järviä ‘There are many lakes in Finland’). The three aspects of development, shown in 
Figure 2, in the expression of these meanings are studied here. The specific research 
questions are presented in the next section.  

1.2 Research questions and outline of the study 

The general aim of this study is to trace the language development of four adult 
beginner learners of Finnish over one academic year. More specifically, the aim is to 
investigate what kind of linguistic forms these four L2 Finnish learners use to express 

evaluation and existentiality, and how these develop over time. In line with dynamic 
usage-based assumptions, this study focuses on three aspects of L2 development: 1) 
the interaction of different subsystems and the interaction of the developing L2 
system and instruction, 2) variability patterns in the developing L2, and 3) the 
abstractness of L2 constructions. These different aspects are studied and the results 
reported in four research articles and in this overview. The focus of the four 
substudies is shown in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3 The focus of the four substudies 

In Figure 3, different colors show the different meanings studied (evaluation or 
existentiality): blue stands for evaluation, and green for existentiality. Figure 3 also 
illustrates the research process. Substudy 1, a case study of one learner, was used to 
create hypotheses for Substudies 2 and 3. Substudy 4 studies a different meaning and 
brings a new point of view on the aspects of variability and interaction.  

The context of this study is the L2 Finnish development of adult, beginner 
learners. More specifically, the focus is on four learners’ development in expressing 
evaluation and existentiality over time. The research questions guiding this thesis are 
as follows:  

 
1. What kinds of interactions can be observed between the subsystems, i.e., 

the different linguistic means, that are used to express the same meaning? 
2.  What kinds of variability patterns can be observed in different 

subsystems and in the different constructions that are used to express the 
same meaning?  

3. How do L2 constructions develop over time in terms of lexical specificity 
and abstractness?  

4. What kinds of interactions can be observed between the development of 
constructions and instruction? 

 
The first area of interest, interaction, is studied at two levels (RQs 1 and 4). 
Substudies 1 and 2 report on the interactions found between two types of 
constructions that were used to express evaluation (RQ1), and Substudy 4 explores 
the interaction between instruction and the learners’ trajectories in expressing 
existentiality (RQ4). The fourth research question is also briefly touched upon in 
Substudy 2, which examines the development of evaluative constructions. The 
second matter of interest, variability, is an overarching theme: it is approached from 
different angles in all four substudies. In Substudies 1 and 2, variability is 
investigated from the point of view of different subsystems (RQ2). The third subject 
of interest, the abstractness of constructions, is the subject of Substudy 3, and in that 
study, variability is used to operationalize the abstractness of two constructions used 
to express evaluation, namely the haluta ‘want’ and tykätä ‘like’ constructions (RQ3). 
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Substudy 4 investigates the variability in expressions of existentiality (RQ2). The 
topics of the four substudies and the research questions they answer are presented in 
Table 1.  

Table 1 Topics of the four substudies  

Substudy RQ Topic 

1 1, 2 Interaction and variability in one learner’s expressions of 
evaluation: A case study 

2 1, 2, 
(4) 

Interaction and variability in four learners’ expressions of 
evaluation 

3 3 Variability as a sign of abstractness: How the four learners’ 
production of two evaluative constructions develops 

4 2, 4 Variability and the effect of instruction in four learners: 
Developing the Finnish existential construction  

 
The theoretical background as well as some basic features of Finnish and how it 

is learned as a second language are presented in Sections 2 and 3. The data and 
methods are described in Section 4.  Section 5 presents the findings with regard to 
research questions 1 – 4 as well as the findings of the four substudies. The findings 
are then discussed in Section 6. The original articles can be found after the reference 
list and appendices.  
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